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Two U.S. Citizens Dead, One Captured By Nicaraguan Army
After Contra Supply Plane Shot Down In Southeastern
Nicaragua
by Deborah Tyroler
Category/Department: General
Published: Wednesday, October 8, 1986
Oct. 6: In statements to official radio station, VOZ DE NICARAGUA, Defense Ministry spokesman
1st Lt. Guillermo Gonzalez confirmed the death of three crew members and the arrest of one
survivor after Sandinista troops shot down a contra supply plane on Oct. 5, some 45 km. from the
Costa Rican border in the jungle region of Rio San Juan department. The survivor was identified as
Eugene Hasenfus, 45, the first US citizen captured alive by the Sandinista army while participating
in a contra air mission. Oct. 7: The bodies, described as badly burned, had not yet been removed
from the remote jungle region north of the San Juan River where the plane crashed. As a result of
problematic weather conditions, helicopters sent by the government had difficulties in landing near
the plane. Nicaraguan officials said the plane was downed with Soviet-made surface to air rockets
56 km. north of Costa Rica and 146 km. southeast of Managua, close to El Tule village. The Ministry
of Defense reported that the plane carried 50,000 rounds of ammunition for Soviet-made AK-47
rifles, grenades, dozens of automatic rifles, boots and other military gear. In his first encounter
with the press, Hasenfus said he was an aviation specialist and that he had boarded the plane in
El Salvador. Hasenfus said the C-123 plane had initiated its voyage in Miami before picking him
up. He also stated that the plane had stopped in Honduras to pick up a Nicaraguan. He added that
the plane had entered Nicaraguan air space from Costa Rica via a zone known as "La Noca" over
the San Juan river. Hasenfus would not identify the Nicaraguan, one of the three who died in the
plane crash. Lt. Col. Roberto Calderon, chief of the fifth military region told a press conference in
Managua that the pilot of the contra plane was an American identified as Capt. William J. Cooper.
The co-pilot, Wallace Baine Sawyer, Jr., he said, was also a North American. Calderon declared the
corpses were identified via cards found in the plane, indicating that both were attached to the "USA
Group in El Salvador." He added that Hasenfus was found carrying an identification card signed
by the commander of the Salvadoran air force, and was also attached to the "USA Group" as an
advisor. Hasenfus, said Calderon, was in charge of dropping cargo from the plane. The military chief
said the American told the Nicaraguan authorities he had been in El Salvador since July, and that
his personal Salvadoran liaison was an air force officer known as Col. Bustillo. Calderon added that
Cooper had worked for the US aviation company Southern Air Transport. The company, he said, is
linked to the CIA. A fourth member of the crew who also died, was "of Latin American origin," said
Calderon. Finally, the military chief said that at the Salvadoran Ilopango air base, there were at least
five other planes utilized in operations against Nicaragua. He provided a list of the types of planes
and their registrations to the press. CBS anchor Dan Rather and the Associated Press reported
that Hasenfus's wife, Sally, stated that her husband had been employed by the CIA. Secretary of
State George Shultz said in Washington that the plane did not pertain to the US government, and
spokespersons for the CIA denied that the survivor worked for them. The plane, said Shultz, was not
a US cargo plane, although it may have been contracted by "private citizens," among them North
Americans. Defense Secretary Caspar Weinberger was interviewed in China where he is engaged in
an official tour. Weinberger said the US citizens in the plane shot down in Nicaragua were not active
©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute.
All rights reserved.

Page 1 of 2

LADB Article Id: 077903
ISSN: 1089-1560

military men. According to Cuban news agency, PRENSA LATINA, a member of the US delegation
in China said that if the persons who died in the plane crash were US citizens, they must have been
CIA contract personnel. State Department deputy press secretary Larry Speakes told reporters at
a briefing in Washington that the Defense Department had reported that "no US military aircraft
or personnel are missing." He added that the CIA has reported that an "individual linked with the
incident was not an employee of that organization." Speakes said the plane was not connected with
a CIA mission. The individuals involved, he added, "could have been on a private mission."
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